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The Cards and their 
‘Meanings 


ON THE NATURE AND MEANING OF SYMBOLS 


Symbols are a kind of spiritual 
language, the “words'' that our soul 
speaks. Used in all faiths, they point 
to realities that cannot be expressed 
concretely. Raised in a_ scientific 
age, we in the Western world often 
have difficulty realizing the reality 
of things that we cannot see, touch, 
hear or taste. 


But nonetheless, a great deal of 
our universe, our reality, lies beyond 
the reach of our senses. Those of us 
who experience some of this invisible 
world have the difficulty of 
expressing it to others. Down through 
the ages, spiritual truths have been 
expressea through music, art, dance, 
and all forms of symbols. 


A symbol does more than ‘'‘''mean" 
something. It may convey many layers 
of meaning, for different people at 
different times. A symbol has a life 
and breath of its own, because it 
shares in the life of that to which it 
points. 


The Tarot is made up of symbols. . 
The origin is lost in obscurity: it 
may have come from an early Protestant 
group having to pass on their 
teachings in secret; it may have been 
a way to convey Catholic teachings in 
a world with little literacy; it may 
have even originated with late pagans 
driven underground by Christian 
persecution. It is clear that the 
cards are an attempt to explain the 
spiritual forces at work in our 
world. 


There are actually two sets of 
cards in the Tarot deck. The 
twenty-two cards of the Major Arcana, — 
or Trumps, seem to tell the story of 
our individual journey of Life. Cards . 
@ through S represent our heritage, 
the forces that create and shape us. 
6 through 16 are forces that act ,in 
the events of our lives. Cards 17 
through 21 are the rewards, the 
triumphs of our story, our journey’s_ 
end. The Minor Arcana is a deck of 56 
cards, arranged in 4 suits of 10 
numbered and 4 royal cards each, much 
like today’s playing cards. The royal 
cards are Page, Knight, Queen and 
King. 


Perhaps the cards can help you to 
focus on the forces of Good and Evil 
and chance in your life, so that you 
come to a greater understanding of 
yourself and your God. 


THE DESIGNS OF THE MAJOR ARCANA 


@ The Fool, representing 

all of us, strides off as a o-6 
pilgrim in search of spiritual rs 
enlightenment. He/She carries 

on one shoulder the baggage of 

all that has shaped us_ so 

far. 


¢ The Magician, our guide 
in 'the search, juggles the 16 
symbols of wealth, creativity, . ~* 
love and justice. Will we. — 
some day have that skill, that om 


mastery, that understanding? 


| 


2 The Priestess (''Female 
Pope'' in some decks), our 
spiritual or heavenly mother, , 
sits enthroned between two 


pillars, under a starry 
canopy. She represents our. 
female essence or soul, our 
deepest - inspiration, our . 


mental and spiritual side. 


3 The Empress, earthly and 
physical Mother of all, is 
crowned and enthroned in 
nature, She rules: the 
fertility of earth with a wand 
of wheat. She represents all 
the femaleness of our bodies 
and our physical world. 


4 . The Emperor, earthly 


Father and Power, is crowned 

with authority and carries the ow 
wand of productivity and 
creativity. He represents all z 


the maleness of our bodies and 
our physical world. . 


5 The Priest (also called 
the Hierophant or the Pope) 
represents our spiritual 
father. Symbolized here by the 
bishop’s staff, crossed by an 
open hand, he is inspiration 


and intuition. He also 
represents the. power of 
religion, convention and 
ceremony. 

6 The Lovers present us 


with a choice. Will Adam and 
Eve eat the apple and come to 
know: the difference between 
good and evil? Which goddess > 
will Paris give the apple to, oa? 
among the powers of Love, Home 

and War? Older decks portray 

three persons, not two; a 

choice must be made. Which is 

Truth, which is Temptation? 


7 The Chariot driver is a 
warrior, a winner, the essence 
of conquest and power. But in 
many decks his horses are 
mismatched; both good and 
evil, mercy and oppression are 
pulling him, 


8 Strength is here 
represented by Atlas holding 
up the world, flanked by pure 
energy in the form of flames. 
In other decks, the aspects of 
courage and purity are also 
shown, by a girl holding 
closed the jaws of a lion. 
Either task illustrates the 
power of endurance. 


9 The Hermit holds up a 
lantern to look at the world, 
or to light our way. In some 
decks, it is an hourglass he 
holds, marking our mortality. 
He shows us our limitations, 
our weaknesses, and cautions 
us to take- thought for the 
future. 


18 The Wheel of Fortune 


represents the clockwork of. 


our universe, the. turn of 
fate. We are bound to it, for 
better or worse, richer or 


poorer. These are the things” 
we cannot control, only - 


accept. 


LL Justice weighs us in the 
balance scales, with the sword 
of Law above. It represents 
equality, balance, -“account— 
ability. Are we lighter on one 
side that the other? How much 
do we fall short of the 
Ideal? 


yt 


iz The Hanged Man is 
represented here by the 
scaffold and noose, In most 
decks a man is hanging upside 
down, by one foot. Indeed he 
may be the Fool turned upside 
down. He stands for a major 
change in life, an initiation 
into the spiritual life. He 
is the essence of 
self-sacrifice and giving. 


13 Death, shown here as a 
skull, in contrast to. green -: 
life, is the greatest Change. 
In some decks he wields a. 
sythe, cutting down ‘crowned :. 
heads and poor equally. It 


represents _ transformation, -~ 


life-change, good or bad 
depending on the nearby cards. 
The numbers of some cards vary 
with the deck, but 13 is 
always reserved for Death. 


14 Temperance is usually 
shown as a figure by a strean, 
pouring water from one vessel 
into another. Here we have 
only the cups, pouring. Our 
ancestors poured water into 
their wine in order to keep 
their wits about then. This 
card represents’ self-control 
and good management. 


15 The Devil stands with his 


pitchfork amid the flames of ~ 


Hell, with the ominous number 
from Revelation below. He 
represents the inevitable, 
inescapable fate, also the 
power of destruction. 


16 The Tower is being 
destroyed, struck by fire from 
bove. It can be either the 
estruction of Evil (the 
Harrowing of .Hell) or _ the 
destruction of good. In 
either. case, it stands for 
great change, . possibly 
redemption and salvation. 


a7 The Star, shining Venus, 
marks the dawn. In many decks 
a maiden (Venus herself?) 
stands beneath’ the star, 


pouring water from a _ pool. 


Here the water is poured from 
cup to cup, with the symbol of 
womanhood nearby. The Star 
tells of hope, of youth, 
beauty and a bright future. 
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18 The Moon, as a_ crescent, 
shines over 2 towers and a 
path. Some decks include a 
crab hiding in a_ pool or 
river. Many things are hidden 
when the only light is the 
moon. There may be danger, 
hidden enemies, deception, 
error. And yet it also stands 
for the life of imagination 
and creativity, often hidden. 


19 The Sun. shines’ brightly 
on a child with a good future 
ahead. It represents success, 
happiness, knowledge of the 
next world. j 


20 The Last Judgement shows 
the resurrected, risen from- 
the open grave, at the final _ 


trumpet call. It includes the 


jdeas of both judgement and 
resurrection, both completion ~ 


and a new start. 


21 The World is represented 
in most decks by a_ person 
wearing or carrying a _ ribbon 
of honor, surrounded by a 
victor’s wreath. It is the 
trophy, the grand prize. 
Congratulations on a race well 
run, a journey done. You have 
gained the whole world. 
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THE FOUR SUITS OF THE MINO 
ARCANA : 


WANDS (clubs, cudgels) had to 
do with peasants of medieval 
times, the working class. 
Therefore it answers 
questions about work, making 
and creating things, crafts. 
This suit may symbolize 


energy, and the power to 
accomplish things. It is 
associated with the element 
fire, and the virtue of 


strength. It is one of the 
two dark (black) suits, and 
could stand for persons with 
dark coloring. 


CUPS (hearts) referred to the 


second estate in medieval 
life, the clergy, scribes and 
office workers. It is the 
suit of passion, © love, 
feeling, fertility and 
romance. It may symbolize 
pleasure and sensitivity. Lt 
is associated with the element 
water and the virtue of 


temperance. It is one of the 
two light -.(red) suits, and 
could stand for persons with 
fair skin and hair. 


SWORDS (spades) represented 
the ancient nobility, the 
military or warrior class, the 
rulers, Therefore it has to 
do with authority, government, 
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. law, and power over others. 


This suit may represent 
stress, sorrow, loss. it:- is 
associated with the element 
air and the virtue of justice. 

It is a dark suit. 


COINS (diamonds, pentacles) 
the third ancient estate, is 
the suit of the tradesmen, 


merchants, middle class. Lt 
answers questions about 
finance, economics, material 
goods, ownership. It may 


symbolize burden or monetary 
gain. 


THE ROYAL CARDS often. stand 
for people.* Kings and Queens 
would be mature men and women 
respectively, light or dark 
according to the color of the 
suit. Knights may be young 
men, but more often stand for 
events. A Page may stand for 
a child or a young woman, or 
may announce a coming event. 
Knight and Page (Knave) have 
been combined into the Jack of 
modern playing cards. 


For specific meanings of 
each of the lesser arcana 
(suit cards), refer to the 
readings. 


